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(54) Methods and apparatus for providing universal readability of electronic mail attachments 



(57) Systems and methods for providing fully reada- 
ble email and attachments where senders and receivers 
are connected by less than fully compatible email pro- 
viders or have less than fully compatible software. For 
example, where a sender employs word processing or 
graphics software not employed by the intended recipi- 
ent, a network service provider downloads a loaner or 
loaners to the recipient so that the recipient can fully 
read or utilize the email and attachments. Preferably, 
the loaner or loaners are destroyed once the email and 
attachments have received. Alternatively, rather than 
downloading a loaner, access to a web site may be pro- 
vided to the recipient who can download a fully utilizable 
copy of the email and attachments by facsimile, for 
example. In either case, senders and receivers no 
longer need to have the same software programs to fully 
communicate utilizing email. 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to enhance- 5 
ments to electronic mail ("email") communication sys- 
tems, and more particularly to improvements making it 
possible for email recipients to read all the attachments 
to an email sent by a sender even though the recipient 
does not have the same software as the sender, or does 10 
not utilize the same email provider. 

Background of the Invention 

Email has become a ubiquitous form of communi- is 
cation. Presently, a receiver may need to have the same 
software application or program, even the same version 
of that software in some cases, as the sender. Further, 
in some cases, a receiver and sender must have the 
same email provider in order for attachments to email to 20 
be read successfully by the recipient. For example, 
compatibility problems can arise where a sender and 
receiver utilize different email providers, or where a 
sender creates an email attachment utilizing a word 
processor, spread sheet, or graphics program, and the 2s 
recipient has a different word processor, spread sheet, 
or graphics program or lacks the program entirely. For 
the word processor, spread sheet and graphics exam- 
ples, the same may hold true if the sender and recipient 
have different versions of the same program. 30 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention recognizes the need to 
improve upon the readability and accessibility of email 35 
attachments with the goal of making such attachments 
universally readable so that email can compete more 
successfully with alternative modes of communication. 
To this end, the present invention provides a variety of 
approaches to addressing incompatibility problems 40 
such as those noted above. 

According to one aspect of the present invention, 
adaptations to existing email related hardware, software 
or networks are made to identify needed loaner soft- 
ware and to allow a recipient to receive a loaner soft- 45 
ware program for limited uses, such as viewing or 
printing a formerly incompatible attachment. The loaner 
may be deactivated after the email attachment is read or 
printed, or the user may be given the option of paying for 
additional usage of the loaner. Either the sender or the so 
recipient may be charged an appropriate fee for the use 
of the loaner. 

Alternatively, the attachment may be moved to a 
web site which has the necessary software to allow the 
receiver to view and print the attachment utilizing for 55 
example web browser software. The user may be given 
the option of downloading web browser software if he or 
she does not have it or does not have the correct ver- 



sion of the browser. Where sensitive information is 
involved, password protection or other security features 
may be desirably provided. 

In one aspect of the present invention, a user gen- 
erates a profile upon subscribing to a service offering 
the benefits of the present invention. That profile might 
suitably indicate the software employed by the user, as 
well as, indicating various user preferences, such as 
whether the user wants (1) to receive hard copies of any 
incompatible email attachments by facsimile. (2) to 
download a loaner program, or (3) to review email and 
attachments on a web site and then having the option to 
print the email and attachments utilizing web browser 
software. With this approach, as an email and attach- 
ments are being sent to a subscribing user, a network 
service provider may retrieve the user's profile and 
automatically provide the desired service to the user. 

A more complete understanding of the present 
invention, as well as further features and advantages of 
the invention, will be apparent from the following 
Detailed Description and the accompanying drawings. 

Brjef Description pf the Drawings 

Fig. 1 is an overall block diagram of an email com- 
munication system in accordance with the present 
invention. 

Fig. 2 is a flowchart of a first method of providing 
universal readability of email attachments in 
accordance with the present invention; 
Fig. 3 illustrates a message format including indica- 
tors in accordance with the present invention; 
Fig. 4 is a flowchart of a second method of provid- 
ing universal readability of email attachments in 
accordance with the present invention; and 
Figs. 5A and 5B illustrate possible suitable menu 
displays for senders and recipients respectively to 
select and pay for a loaner program or programs. 

Detailed Description 

Fig. 1 shows an overall system 100 for carrying out 
the present invention. System 100 includes a sender 10 
connected through a modem 14 to a network connec- 
tion 20 which connects the sender 10 to a first email 
provider 200. Email provider 200 is in turn connected to 
a second email provider 210 which is connected by a 
network connection 220 through a modem 34 to a first 
receiver 30. The sender 10 is also connected through 
modem 14 and a network connection 21 to a network 
service provider 300 which is in turn connected by a 
network connection through modem 34 to the first 
receiver 30. The remainder of Fig. 1 will be discussed 
below following a discussion of how sender 10 and 
receiver 30 may suitably operate in conjunction with the 
network service provider 300 so that a user of the 
receiver 30 can completely read or utilize attachments 
sent with email by the sender 10 even where the 
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receiver 30 employs a different email provider 221 than 
the email provider 220 employed by sender 10, or 
where sender 10 employs software, such as word 
processing, spread sheet, graphics or the like, to create 
the attachments and the receiver 30 does not have that 5 
software or has a different version with different fea- 
tures. 

Sender 10 is shown as a personal computer or 
workstation including a display 1 1 , central processing 
unit 12 including a processor, memory and control soft- 10 
ware and a keyboard 1 3. It may also include a variety of 
other input and output devices such as a printer, scan- 
ner, facsimile machine, video input and audio inputs, or 
the like. A modem 14 which will typically be located 
within the cabinet for the central processing unit 12 is is 
shown externally for ease of illustration. The first 
receiver 30 is shown in Fig. 1 as including a display 31 . 
a central processing unit 32, a keyboard 33, a modem 
34 and a printer 35. As noted above for sender 1 0, it will 
be recognized that the first receiver 30 may suitably 20 
include a wide variety of other inputs and outputs. 

A first method of operation of the above compo- 
nents is described in conjunction with Fig. 2 which illus- 
trates a process of operation 500. In step 501 of this 
process, a user of a sending terminal such as sender 10 2s 
prepares an email and attachments to be sent to a 
recipient who utilizes a receiver such as the receiver 30. 
In step 502, the user either manually responds to auto- 
matic program controlled prompts of the sender 10 to 
enter the identity of any programs utilized to create the so 
email and attachments, or alternatively the sender 10 
may be suitably programmed to automatically make a 
determination of the resources utilized in creating the 
email and attachments. For example, the processor of 
central processing unit 12 may be suitably programmed 35 
to create a log or list of all software applications or pro- 
grams opened during the creation of the email and 
attachments. In either case, a first indicator is estab- 
lished which indicates the program or programs utilized 
in creating the email and attachments. As illustrated in 40 
Fig. 3. the indicator may be embodied as a modification 
or adaptation of the X400 message standard of the 
International Consultative Committee on Telephony and 
Telegraphy (CCITT). In this format, a message 60 con- 
sists of a message header 70, containing information 45 
concerning message size 71, a time stamp 72, a 
sender's name 73 and the like. To this information, the 
present invention adds an indicator 74 which provides 
information regarding the resources utilized to create 
the email and attachments. The message 60 also so 
includes email text or message contents 80 comprising 
main body of the message 82 and attachments 84. 
Additionally, where the user at sender 1 0 knows that the 
user at receiver 30 lacks compatible software, a second 
indicator may be established at step 503. For example, ss 
the recipient may have sent an email to the sender indi- 
cating that he cannot read the email in its entirety or the 
sender may know this from past experience. In any 



case, this information may be included in indicator 74 or 
be part of a second indicator 75 indicative of a receiver's 
need for a loaner or loaner programs as shown in Fig. 3. 

In a presently preferred alternative embodiment, 
the receiver will be a subscriber of services provided by 
the network service provider 300. In this case, the user 
will preferably enter a user profile at the time of sub- 
scribing which indicates the resources available to the 
user, as well as a preferred option for gaining access to 
incompatible email and attachments. This user profile 
data will be preferably stored in a user profile database 
stored in a memory 303 and updated as the user's 
resources change or if the user's preferred access 
option changes. At the time service is provided, the user 
may be given a chance to confirm or change his or her 
preference. As a further aspect of this presently pre- 
ferred embodiment, the user may be asked to assent to 
any necessary license or contract terms required to uti- 
lize software not previously purchased or licensed by 
the user. In any case, when the email and attachments 
are sent, the intended recipient or recipients are identi- 
fied by the network service provider 300. The network 
service provider 300 then determines if a recipient is a 
user with a stored profile, and if so, proceeds automati- 
cally to provide the desired service. For example, the 
network service provider 300 can cause a hard copy of 
the email and attachments to be faxed to the user, 
cause a loaner program to be downloaded as discussed 
in greater detail below, or cause the email and attach- 
ments to be routed to a web site where the user can 
access them. 

Returning to Fig. 2, at the time the email and 
attachments are sent, in step 504, the email software at 
sender 10 preferably checks to see if the second indica- 
tor indicates that the recipient lacks a compatible pro- 
gram or programs. If this check shows that "yes" 
compatibility is lacking, then the email software at 
sender 1 0 checks the first indicator, makes a connection 
to the network service provider, such as network service 
provider 300, and requests the network service provider 
to provide a loaner copy or copies of software required 
for compatibility to the first receiver 30. Alternatively, the 
connection to the network service provider 300 may be 
automatic, and the network service provider 300 may 
proceed automatically to provide compatibility to the 
intended receiver. 

To this end, a network service provider 300 may 
suitably be embodied to carry out standard network 
services. It is also further embodied to store application 
software which can be downloaded on request To this 
end, network service provider 300 will include at least 
one network server 301 suitably programmed to carry 
out the functions further described below and suitable 
program library memory 302 for storing a library of 
application software, such as word processors, spread 
sheets and graphics programs and the like. It will also 
preferably include the user profile database memory 
303 discussed above. 
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In step 506, the network service provider 300 
responds to the request, connects to the first receiver, 
and provides the loaner copy or copies to the receiver 
30. As shown in Fig. 2, the email and attachments are 
then sent, in step 507. It will be recognized, however, 5 
that the email and attachments can be sent prior to the 
request of step 505 or at the time of providing the loaner 
in step 506 as the order of these steps is not critical. 

In step 508. a user utilizing the receiver 30 employs 
the loaner or loaners to fully review the email and 10 
attachments. 

In step 509, once the user has completed his or her 
review of the email and attachments, for example, by 
closing the fife or printing out the email and attach- 
ments, the loaner copy is disabled or destroyed. This is 
decommissioning of loaned software may be automatic 
or may occur after giving the user a chance to purchase 
additional usage. Alternatively, the loaner may be 
destroyed or disabled after a predetermined number of 
uses or after a predetermined time period, such as 24 20 
hours, has elapsed. Finally, where payment is to be 
made by the sender, the receiver, or the network service 
provider for the loaner, in step 510, the required fee for 
use of the loaner is paid. A variety of presently preferred 
payment options are discussed further below in con- 25 
junction with the discussion of Figs. 5A and 5B. 

Returning to step 503, if the user or the sender had 
not known whether the recipient had compatible pro- 
grams, then at step 504, the process 500 would pro- 
ceed on the "no" branch to step 51 1 in which the email 30 
and attachments along with an indication of the program 
or programs utilized in creating the email and attach- 
ments would be sent to the recipient at a receiver, such 
as the receiver 30. The receiver 30 subject to suitable 
software control can either check the indication of uti- 35 
lized software or may also automatically determine what 
software is needed to fully utilize the email and attach- 
ments. Alternatively, a user may manually enter this 
information, for example, by using a keyboard, such as 
the keyboard 33, or as mentioned above, the network 40 
service provider may automatically check a user's 
stored profile. In any case, in step 512, it is determined 
whether a loaner or loaners are necessary to fully utilize 
the email and attachments. 

If a loaner is needed, then, in step 513, the neces- 45 
sary loaner is requested. For example, the receiver 30 
makes a connection to the network service provider 300 
and requests that the loaner or loaners be provided by 
sending to the network service provider 300 the identify 
of the program or programs that are needed. For the so 
subscribing user, network service provider 300 may 
internally and automatically generate this request. The 
identity of the email message may also be provided so 
that any loaner program can be appropriately tagged to 
be disabled or destroyed upon printout or closing the ss 
email file in conjunction with which it is to be used. 

In step 514, a loaner is provided. For example, the 
network service provider server 301 obtains a copy of 



the needed program from the library stored in the mem- 
ory 302 and downloads the loaner to the receiver 30. 
Then, the process 500 proceeds to follow the steps 508- 
510 previously described above. 

Returning to Fig. 1, in an alternative implementa- 
tion of the present invention in which a web site 400, 
comprising a web server 401 including program mem- 
ory 402, a program library memory 403 storing a library 
of programs, an optional security memory 404 storing 
security codes and a modem 405, is employed. Web 
site 400 is connected to network service provider 300 by 
a network connection 320 and to a second receiver 50 
by way of a network connection 420 and modem 54. 
The second receiver 50 may suitably include a display 
51, a central processing unit 52, a keyboard 53. a fac- 
simile machine 55 and a number of further peripherals 
consistent with a user's needs. Such further peripherals 
are not shown, as they are well known and for purposes 
of ease of illustration. 

As discussed below in conjunction with Fig. 4, the 
web site 400 allows a user of the second receiver 50 to 
download fully usable email and attachments without 
having compatible software with that employed by a 
sender, such as the sender 1 0, and without download- 
ing application software. This approach may be imple- 
mented in a fashion that is more subject to central 
control, and as such is probably more secure and less 
susceptible to fraud. System operation may be faster as 
a receiver need not download an extensive word 
processing, graphics program or the like. Further, cen- 
tral control may facilitate negotiation of license fees for 
software usage and billing for those fees. 

Fig. 4 shows a process 600 for providing universal 
compatibility and readability of email and attachments 
for use in conjunction with a web site such as the web 
site 400 as described further below. In step 601, a 
sender utilizes a sending terminal, such as the sender 
10 of Fig. 1 to prepare an email and attachments. In 
step 602, the sender preferably establishes a first indi- 
cator which indicates the program or programs utilized 
in creating the email and attachments created in step 
601 . It will be recognized that alternatively, this step 602 
may be skipped and that a receiver may transmit his or 
her requirements to fully access the email and attach- 
ments as further indicated below. Alternatively, as dis- 
cussed above, the receiver's requirements may be 
known from a stored user profile. In step 603, the email 
and attachments are sent along with the indicator if one 
has been generated. By way of example, the sender 10 
may utilize the modem 14 to send the email and attach- 
ments through an email provider such as email provider 
200 or as shown in Fig. 1 through the network service 
provider 300 to the second receiver 50. 

In step 604, the email and attachments are 
received and a determination is made whether the 
receiver has all the necessary software to fully utilize 
the email and attachments. By way of exampl , the 
recipient at receiver 50 can manually review a received 
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email and attachments to determine if an incompatibility 
problem exists. Alternatively, a suitably programmed 
processor in the central processing unit 52 may make 
this determination or the information may be stored in a 
user profile. 5 

In any case, in step 605, a request for access to a 
web site, such as the web site 400, which includes the 
necessary software to provide full access to and utiliza- 
tion of the email and attachments is generated. If neces- 
sary, loaner web browser software may be downloaded 10 
to the receiver. Where security is a concern, in step 406, 
a password may be required to gain access to the web 
site and the email and its attachments, it will be recog- 
nized that various other security features may be 
employed depending upon the system environment is 

In step 607, an indication of which additional pro- 
grams are necessary to fully access the email and 
attachments is generated. By way of example, the net- 
work service provider 300 provides the indicator of step 
602 to the web site 400. Alternatively, the information is 20 
sent by receiver 50 to network service provider 300 
which passes it along to web site 400, or web server 
401 may be programmed to analyze the email and 
attachments to determine the needed programs. 

In step 608, the full email and attachments are 25 
made available to the recipient. For example, the web 
site 400 locates the needed programs in memory 403, 
recalls them from memory and connects with receiver 
50 once the email and attachments are ready to be 
browsed by the user at receiver 50. This process ena- 30 
bies the recipient to download the email and attach- 
ments by printing them from the web site 400 using a 
standard print function of a common online browser 
software presently utilized to download and print text 
and graphics from typical existing web sites. 35 

Figs. 5A and 5B show possible menus 17 and 37 
respectively which might suitably be displayed on dis- 
plays, such as the displays 1 1 and 31 , to provide send- 
ers and recipients with a variety of payment options for 
obtaining a loaner program. Fig. 5 A shows a textual dis- 40 
play which leads a sender through a variety of payment 
options where the sender wants to pay to insure that the 
recipient has full access to the material which is being 
sent First, the sender indicates that he or she wants to 
pay the cost of providing a loaner, in the example shown 45 
in Fig. 5A, the Word for Windows® application. Next, a 
choice between text only or text and graphics files is 
presented. Then, a variety of cost options for providing 
the loaner are presented. Finally, the sender can select 
the mailing list of intended recipients. While the costs so 
illustrated are merely exemplary, it will be noted that 
alternatives are to send a hard copy by an overnight 
service or by facsimile which will not have the immedi- 
acy of email or the usability, and which are also rela- 
tively costly. 55 

Fig. 5B shows an exemplary illustration of a menu 
to allow a recipient to choose to pay for a loaner pro- 
gram, again in the example shown, the Word for Win- 



dows® program. As shown, the recipient first indicates 
a desire to pay or not. Then, a choice is made between 
text only or text and graphics files. Finally, the recipient 
can agree t pay the fee for the loaner. 

While the present invention has been disclosed in 
the presently preferred context for embodying the inven- 
tion as a value added service to be provided under the 
control of a network service provider or web site, it will 
be recognized that the present invention may be vari- 
ously embodied utilizing various combinations of hard- 
ware and software limited solely by the claims which 
follow. 

Claims 

1. A method for providing improved readability of 
email communications including attachments 
where the email's sender and the email's receiver 
do not have fully compatible software, the method 
comprising the steps of: 

creating an email (501) and attachments; 
providing an indicator (502) which identifies the 
software programs utilized in creating the email 
and attachments; 

attaching the indication (502) to the email and 
attachments; and 

sending the email and attachments (511, 507) 
with the attached indicator. 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising the step 
of requesting a loaner software program (505) 
based upon the attached indicator. 

3. The method of claim 2 further comprising the step 
of providing the requested loaner software (506) to 
a recipient of the email and attachments. 

4. The method of claim 3 further comprising the step 
of disabling or destroying the provided loaner soft- 
ware (509) after the email and attachments have 
been printed. 

5. The method of claim 3 further comprising the step 
of providing a recipient with an option of purchasing 
additional usage of provided loaner software or 
having said software disabled or destroyed after a 
predetermined limited use. 

6. The method of claim 3 further comprising the steps 
of: 

opening a file and utilizing the provided loaner 
software (508) to display the email and attach- 
ments; and 

automatically disabling or destroying the pro- 
vided loaner softwar (509) after the file is 
closed. 
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7. The method of claim 2 further comprising the step 
of authorizing payment (510) for the requested 
loaner software. 

8. A method for providing improved readability of s 
email communications including attachments 
where the email's sender and the email's receiver 

do not have fully compatible software, the method 
comprising the steps of: 

10 

establishing a network service provider (300) 
including a network service provider server and 
a memory; 

storing a library of lower software (302) in the 
memory; is 
receiving a request for the network service pro- 
vider to provide a specific lower program; 
reviewing the specific lower program from the 
library of loaner software; and 
providing the specific lower program. 20 

9. The method of claim 8 further comprising the step 
of automatically destroying or disabling the specific 
lower program after a predefined limited use of the 
specific lower program. 25 

10. The method of claim 9 wherein said predefined lim- 
ited use constitutes the passage of a fixed amount 
of time. 

30 

11. The method of claim 8 further comprising the step 
of indicating responsibility for payment for the spe- 
cific loaner program. 

12. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps 35 
of: 

establishing a web site (40) including a web 
site server and a memory; 

storing a library of loaner software (402) in the 40 
memory; 

receiving a request for the web site to make an 

email and attachment available for browsing 

making use of a specific lower program; 

retrieving the specific lower program from the 45 

library of lower software; and 

making the email and attachment available for 

browsing. 

13. The method of claim 12 further comprising the step so 
of requiring a potential browser of an email and 
attachment to enter a password (404) before mak- 
ing the email and attachment available for brows- 
ing. 

55 

14. The method of claim 12 further comprising the step 
of downloading the mail and attachment. 



15. The method of claim 12 further comprising the step 
of printing the email and attachment from the web 
site. 

1 6. The method of claim 1 2 further comprising the step 
of downloading a loaner copy of browser software 
to the email's receiver. 

17. The method of claim 12 further comprising the step 
of indicating who will be responsible for paying for 
any loaner software utilized to make the email and 
attachment available for browsing. 

18. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps 

of: 

sending the email and attachments to a 
receiver; 

requesting a network service provider to pro- 
vide a loaner program or programs to the 
receiver; and 

providing the loaner program or programs from 
the network service provider to the receiver. 

19. The method of claim 18 further comprising the step 
of: 

disabling or destroying the loaner program or 
programs after a limited use. 

20. The method of claim 18 further comprising the 
steps of: 

generating a user profile including a listing of 

the software resources of the user; 

storing the user profile in a network service 

provider; 

determining from the stored user profile if the 
user has the necessary resources to fully 
access an email and attachments; and 
providing additional resources to make the 
email and attachments fully available to the 
user. 
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